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The formal conceptualization of the idea of authoritarianism sprang from 
reflection, by Erich Fromm and others, about the resistance of German workers 
to the notoriously authoritarian powers of state and boss in the years before 
Hitler’s rise to power in 1933. The tragic irony of Fromm’s finding, how- 
ever, as the discovery that the worker’s war against authority was often au- 
thoritarian itself. This is plainly visible, for example, in the stark dramatic 
lines of Hugo Gellert’s “socialist realist” rendering of proletarian revolt (1934). 
In Gellert’s surreal vision, the workers are pure romantic ideal-types, both 
leaders and led—all muscle, all men, all militancy, class warriors from shaved 
head to grimy toe. These workers, it seems plain, would take orders even in 
the revolt against authority. 


This, Fromm posited, is authoritarianism; and although, in reality, most work- 
ers in Germany in 1933 were nothing like this ideal-type, there were in fact 
strong enough authontarian impulses among workers to cripple effective 
working-class resistance to Hitler’s dictatorship. So many workers were ei- 
ther predisposed to submit to authonty, or, even more commonly, ambivalent 
about authority, that Fromm saw little hope for a united and determined re- 
sistance to Nazism. Gellert’s idealized “class warriors” were, in reality, as 
eager to submit as they were to fight. 


David Smith 
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